
Why This Matters

Like Thor in Avengers: Endgame, 
even the strongest protectors can 
lose their sense of who they are and 
find their way back with their team. 
• For firefighters, cancer can 

threaten more than health. It can 
shake their identity as rescuers. 

• Identity threat is linked to lower 
self-esteem and reduced 
performance.

Overall Goal
This project aims to 
1) Understand how firefighters 

describe themselves and cancer 
patients/survivors, and

2) Examine how these descriptions 
are related.

Results

Early Interpretations of Findings
1. Firefighters may see survivors through the lens of their own 

identity. Firefighters who saw themselves as resilient and 
courageous tended to describe survivors as strong. Those who felt 
tired or burdened tended to see survivors as vulnerable and 
cancer as serious. Service-minded firefighters emphasized 
compassion and support.

2. Broadly, cancer was seen as “luck”. Regardless of how they 
saw themselves, many described patients/survivors as “lucky” or 
“unlucky.”

3. “Strong” is not the whole story. Patients/survivors were also 
described as “scared,” “sick,” and “ignored.”
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Of 204 firefighters working in health, 
safety, and wellness (HSW), 63 
completed open-ended questions in 
a needs assessment survey (July - 
August 2026).
Prompt: “List as many words or 
phrases to describe how firefighters 
describe 1) themselves and 2) 
cancer patients/survivors”
Two researchers reviewed 
responses to 
• Identify common themes related 

to firefighter identity and 
perceptions of cancer 
patients/survivors, and 

• Determine whether the two sets of 
descriptions were similar or 
different
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The Rescuer
Defined by 

protecting others

The Patient
Now the one who 

needs help

The Way Back
Rebuilding identity,

with the crew

Potential Implications
   Identity Matters in Cancer: How 
firefighters see themselves may affect 
how they understand cancer and 
survivorship.
   One message may not fit all: Cancer 
education and support may work better 
when they reflect the different ways 
firefighters see themselves. 
   “Luck” needs a closer look: Does 
“luck” reflect chance, the known risks of 
the job, or surviving cancer? 
Understanding what it means may help 
guide cancer prevention and support 
firefighters. 
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